
Transformative Work: 



 Trans-formations & transformative work 

 Participatory jargon, culture & critiques 

 Participation = power?  

 Case study 1: Jia Junpeng & the imprisoned blogger 

 Transformative work   productive fans 

 Case study 2: Chinese Internet literature & transmedia 

storytelling  

 Paratexts, texts & archontic texts 

 Tentative conclusions (1, 2, 3) & questions 



 Trans- (跨／超):  

 Translingual 跨语言 

 Transcultural 跨文化 

 Transnational 跨国 

 Transmedia 跨媒体 

 Transhistorical 跨历史 

 Transreal 夸现实? 

 Transhuman 跨人类？超人类？ 



 Organization for Transformative Works: 
 

“We envision a future in which all fannish works are 

recognized as legal & transformative & are accepted as a 

legitimate creative activity. We are proactive & innovative in 

protecting & defending our work from commercial 

exploitation & legal challenge. We preserve our fannish 

economy, values, & creative expression by protecting & 

nurturing our fellow fans, our work, our commentary, our 

history, & our identity while providing the broadest possible 

access to fannish activity for all fans.” 
 
 --- URL: http://transformativeworks.org/about/believe  

http://transformativeworks.org/about/believe
http://transformativeworks.org/about/believe


 “horizontal creativity” (Julia Russo) 

 “the wisdom of crowds” (James Surowieke) 

 “prosumers” (Alvin Toffler) 

 “produsage” (Axel Bruns) 

 “participatory culture” (Henry Jenkins) 

 “convergence culture” (Henry Jenkins) 

 “networked publics” (Kazys Varnelis) 

 “user-led innovation” (Eric von Hippel) 

 “collective intelligence” (Pierre Lévy) 

 “peer production” (Yochai Benkler) 



1992 2013 2006 



 “the flow of content across multiple media 

platforms, the cooperation between multiple 

media industries, & the migratory behavior 

of audiences who will go almost anyway in 

search of the kinds of entertainment 

experiences they want.” 

 

 “convergence occurs within the brains of 

individual consumers & through their social 

interactions with others.” 



1. Relatively low barriers to artistic expression and 

civic engagement 

2. Strong support for creating & sharing one’s 

creations with others 

3. Some type of informal mentorship whereby what 

is known by the most experienced is passed on to 

novices 

4. Members believe their contributions matter 

5. Members feel some degree of social connection 

with one another  

 

 

 

 



 Overstates level of activity/engagement of 

internet users & consumers? 

 Utopian, celebratory? 

 Overemphasis on possibilities of new media 

(technological determinism)? 

 Non-representative case studies? 

 Neglects potential for 

exploitation/incorporation into/by commercial 

interests? 

 

 



New media  

Bottom-up 

Empowerment  

Democracy 

Networks 

Prosumers  

Emergent  

Multidirectional 

Interactivity 

Pleasure 

Fluid 

Platform 

Old media  

Top-down 

Disempowerment 

Hegemony  

Hierarchies  

Dupes  

Engineered 

Mostly one-way  

Interpassivity  

Exploitation 

Structured 

Stage 



Left: The Great 

Firewall 

Right: Jelly on a wall  



Right: The Grass Mud Horse 草泥马 

Left: The River Crab 

河蟹 



 草根 (grassroots)  

 底层 (lower-rung) 

 同人，粉丝，迷，饭 (fan/fans) 

 大众 (mass) 

 民间 (popular, folk or “of the people”)  

 屌丝 (“losers”, lit. penis hairs) 

 宅男／宅女 (homebodies, otaku, geeks) 



 “a free, equal, open, inclusive, shared new media 
cultural form that takes Web 2.0 as its platform & 
the entire netizen population as its subjects. 
Participatory culture is created through various 
forms of identity recognition & the positive, 
proactive creation of media texts, transmission of 
media content & strengthening of online 
interactions.”  
 
 

(指的是以Web2.0网络为平台，以全体网民为主题，通过某种身
份认同，以积极主动地创作媒介文本、传播媒介内容、加强网络
交往为主要形式所创造出来的一种自由、平等、公开、包容、共
享的新型媒介文化样式) 







 7 million hits & 300,000 comments within one day 

 “I’m not going home for dinner today, I’m eating at 

the internet café. Please let mum know” 

 “Jia Junpeng is over at my place, he says he’s not 

going home today” 

 Responses from various members of Jia Junpeng’s 

“family” 

 3 weeks later: 25,000 pages of responses, nearly 

36 million hits 



 







 







 









1.  Text is identified, deemed interesting by one or 

 more individual(s) & isolated from surrounding 

 environment before being shared 

2.  More & more individuals consume & circulate 

 the text (going “viral”) 

3.  Text begins to be altered, remixed & 

 transformed through individual actions as it 

 circulates; appropriated/translated into new 

contexts (meme stage) 



4.  Some kind of consensus reached regarding 

 central theme/message of emergent body of 

 texts (creation of an archive) 

5. After entering general public consciousness, text 

 is often (re-)appropriated/exploited for 

 commercial and/or ideological ends  

6. Scepticism grows about origin of text & 

 motivations of agents who helped it go “viral” 







“Not all participants are created equal”  
 
 Henry Jenkins, Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Media 
 Collide (New York: New York University Press, 2006) 

 
 
“Participation is no longer an opening up, an 
expansion, a liberation, it is now a principle of 
improvement, an instrument of change, a creative 
force. It no longer threatens, but has become a 
resource: participation has been made valuable.” 

 
Christopher Kelty, “From Participation to Power”, in The Participatory 
Cultures Handbook (Routledge, 2012)  

 



“Participatory cultures simultaneously empower people 

and put up new barriers to community membership. A 

culture produces (and in the process reproduces) a more or 

less stable set of norms, beliefs, and values that can act as 

a power structure. The design, infrastructure, and use of 

media are thereby not necessarily liberating (nor 

unavoidably constraining) a community’s participatory 

potential. It is always an expression of what ‘participation’ in 

a given place, at a given time, and enacted by particular 

people, means.” 
 
 
 The Janissary Collective, “Participatory Culture and Media Life”, 

in The Participatory Cultures Handbook 



 What exactly is participation – who has to take part for 

in order for cultural production to be labelled as 

“participatory”?  

 How is participation structured & what technologies 

and/or regulatory practices allow it to occur?  

 What different kinds & qualities of participation exist? 

 Who benefits from participation?  

 How are acts of participation assigned value & power 

(& by whom)? 



 What kinds of transformations occur when texts are 

submitted to mass participation?  

 (How) can we distinguish between “text”, “context”, 

“intertext” & “paratext” & what is the relationship 

between them?  

 Which/whose version of “the text” is most authoritative? 

(Does there need to be an authoritative 

version/original?) 

 What counts as an “adaptation” & what as an 

“appropriation” or “derivation”?  



 9th most popular activity on Chinese internet: 294 million 

users in 2014 (7.1% growth since 2013) 

 8th most popular activity on web-connected mobile 

phones: 226 million users  

 Dominated by genre fiction (generic and innovative) 

 Many sites use pay-to-read subscription model; 

successful authors can make a living publishing online  

 Most websites now owned by Shanda Interactive 

Entertainment Limited (盛大互动娱乐有限公司) 

 Strong ties with film, TV & computer game industries: 

internet fiction as source material   

















The press announcement for the 

Ghost Blows out the Lamp film, 

above, & film poster for Random 

Notes on Tomb Robbing, right 





 David Sholle, “Informationalism and Media 

Labour” (2005): participation as labour, 

“informationalism” (conflation of information & 

capitalism) 

 Marc Andrejevic, iSpy: Surveillance and Power in 

the Interactive Era (2007): the “digital enclosure”, 

participation as free user advice or manipulation  

 Suzanne Scott, “Who’s Steering the Mothership?” 

(2013): the “fanboy auteur”, renewed emphasis on 

authorial intent, authorial paratexts as a means of 

asserting paternalistic control over text 



 Paratext 

 Gérard Genette, Paratexts: Thresholds of 

Interpretation: “zone between text & off-text”, zone 

of transition, transaction & influence – controls 

reader’s understanding of the text  

 Jonathan Gray, Show Sold Separately: Promos, 

Spoilers, and Other Media Paratexts: create, 

manage & fill texts with meaning; “greeters, 

gatekeepers, & cheerleaders for & of the media, 

filters through which we must pass on our way to the 

‘text itself’” – so what is the “text itself”?  

 

 

 



A text is not a line of words releasing a single 

“theological” meaning…but a multi-dimensional 

space in which a variety of writings, none of 

them original, blend and clash…A text is made 

of multiple writings, drawn from many cultures 

and entering into mutual relations of dialogue, 

parody, contestation, but there is one place 

where this multiplicity is focused and that place 

is the reader, not, as was hitherto said, the 

author….a text’s unity lies not in its origin 

but in its destination. 

Roland Barthes, Image, Music, Text (1977), 146-48 



 Jacques Derrida, Archive Fever (1995): “By 

incorporating the knowledge deployed in reference to it, 

the archive augments itself, engrosses itself, it gains in 

auctoritas…the archive is never closed” 

 The “archontic principle” = drive to always produce more 

archive, never allows archive to remain stable or still 

 Abigail Derecho, “Archontic Literature” (2006): 

archontic text = one that allows & invites writers to 

enter it, select elements of it, make new artifacts from it, 

then deposit newly made work back into the source 

text’s archive 



 Value & meaning is found in interactions between 

creators, texts & audiences, no matter who is doing the 

creating or consuming (or both) & no matter what kinds 

of “texts” result  

 Certain texts have a larger “field of gravity” (Sandvoss) 

or semiotic power than others, but all textual relations 

affect the construction & interpretation of meaning 

 Participation is a loaded term that reflects both existing 

hierarchies & democratic desires 

 All texts are transformed through acts of consuming, 

sharing, adapting, appropriating, extending, etc 



 Thus: No singular text & “auteur”/author in popular culture 

studies: everyone is an author & all texts are constitutive 

of a larger textual archive (or textual multiverse?)  

 But: Continued interest in identifying “urtexts”, 

“motherships”, genres, etc: desire for order, authority, 

familiarity, fulfilment of expectations 

 Also: Continued idolisation of “original creators” & “fanboy 

auteurs” – some “participants” have more symbolic (& 

economic) power than others, for variety of reasons 

 Ultimately: Each time a new text (or paratext) is created, 

the textual multiverse is transformed: every text (fan-

produced or otherwise) has transformative potential  

 



 Analogy between fans & translators  

 Relationship between source text & translated text = that 
between “urtext” & “fan text” – all part of textual 
archive/multiverse  

 “Amateur” translators (fansubbers etc) as productive 
fans or unpaid labour, serving authority of 
mothership/auteurs 

 Questions of relative authority/semiotic power of 
different versions of translated texts  

 All creators, consumers & contents of popular culture 
exist within a global textual multiverse; no hermetically 
sealed linguistic or cultural environments 




